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News Release

The University of Dayton

Aug. 18, 1993
Contact: Candace Stuart

DURATION OF MIDWEST FLOODS IS TAKING ITS TOLL ON VICTIMS,
WARNS UD COUNSELOR JOINING RED CROSS DISASTER TEAM
DAYTON, Ohio -- The duration of the floods in the Midwest is exacerbating the
emotional strain felt by disaster victims, says a mental health specialist who is temporarily
,,

leaving his University of Dayton job to help victims in the water-logged Midwest. Children,
older adults and "loners" will be hardest hit emotionally, but with assistance, most flood
victims should recover, he predicts.
"One thing that's unusual about the Midwest situation that was not the case in
previous flooding disasters is the duration," says Jack McDonald, director of UD' s Office on
Aging and an American Red Cross volunteer experienced in disaster counseling. "This has
been going on and on and on now. Of course, the longer it goes, the greater the stress."
McDonald and his wife Joan, both licensed social workers, will fly to the American
Red Cross disaster office in Alexandria, Va., for a briefing Aug. 22 and 23. After that, the
two will spend two weeks at assigned disaster sites in Illinois or Iowa, counseling flood
victims and Red Cross volunteers. So far, about 130 trained counselors have assisted in the
Midwest, according to Angie Carlo, Red Cross public affairs officer handling the flood crisis.
"All of us need to feel we're in control of our environment and our lives," McDonald
says. "Mother Nature threw a curve ball and put these people out of control."
A n expert in loss and grief counseling, he says victims are feeling a loss of control
compounded by the loss of material goods such as homes, livestock and farming equipment.
While
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floods finally have started to recede in many areas, the emotional strain of the

disaster won't abate for some time, he adds.
McDonald will meet with victims, first giving them a chance to express grief over
their losses and vent anger, a natural part of the grieving process. Then after assessing their

-overOFFICE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS
300 College Park Dayton, Ohio 45469-1679 (513) 229-3241 FAX: (513) 229-3063

personality strengths, he will help them forge a plan with feasible goals and point them ·
toward whatever resources are available.
"This gives them a feeling that they are back in control of their lives," he says. "It
gives them something to look forward to and restores feelings of hopefulness."
The most emotionally vulnerable victims are children, older adults and people who
don't have family, friends and other support systems, he says. Children may suffer from the
loss of security and the disruption in family life, and loners may have no one to tum to for
help and sympathy. The future may seem especially grim for elderly people who lack the
time and energy to rebuild their lives.
"One of the things most important to us when we are in our later years is our
memories," says McDonald, who taught courses on gerontology at UD in the 1980s. "When
we lose our family albums and teacups we've been collecting and saving, our past is gone, or
at least the symbols of our past. The older person does not have time to rebuild dreams and
re-establish goals."
Those who fail to cope may become chronically depressed; tum to alcohol or drugs;~
have trouble holding down a job or staying in school; or begin to abuse spouses or children.
"Most individuals are going to do just fine," McDonald says. "The dysfunctional
behavior is going to affect only probably 10 to 20 percent-- and even out of that group most
are going to re-establish themselves. But they need the assistance to be able to do that."
McDonald, who has worked at UD since 1969, and his wife first counseled disaster
victims in 1974 after a tornado devastated the town of Xenia, Ohio. He has served as a Red
Cross volunteer since the early 1970s. His wife is a group manager in the Dayton Area
Chapter of the American Red Cross.
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For Interviews after Sept. 9, contact Jack McDonald at (513) 229-2254. For Red Cross
information, call public affairs officer Angie Cario at (314) 997-3985 or Janice Saddler
Rice, communications specialist for the Dayton Area Chapter of the American Red Cross, at
(513) 222-6711, ext. 140. For more information or to arrange interviews between Aug. 22
and Sept. 8, contact Candace Stuart at (513) 229-3257.
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